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The Hellenistic-Early Roman 
Harbour of Akko 

Preliminary finds from archaeological excavations 
at the foot of the southeastern seawall at Akko, 

2008-2014

Jacob Sharvit*, Bridget Buxton**, John R. Hale***,  
and Alexandra Ratzlaff****

Between 2009 and 2012, a large excavation, preservation, and restoration project was carried 
out along 220 m of the southeastern seawall of Akko, Israel. In 2013-2014, a combined Israeli-
American excavation team, supported by HFF, searched for the continuation of the terrestrial 
features under water. The excavations exposed for the first time Hellenistic features below the 
present sea-level: a stone-built quay, large mooring stones, a shipshed, and other structures 
that provide a layout for the ancient Hellenistic port. In addition, a thick layer of port sludge 
rich in pottery vessels continued down to bedrock.

Keywords: Ancient harbours, shipshed, preservation, coastal changes, underwater archaeology.

At the beginning of the 3rd century BCE, the Ptolemaic Egyptian and Seleucid Syrian 
dynasties were the dominant powers of the eastern Mediterranean. The coastal regions 
of Coele-Syria and Phoenicia lay between the rival empires and were aggressively 
claimed by both. From the 270s BCE until the mid 2nd century BCE, seven Syrian Wars 
were fought for possession of this fertile territory and its strategic coastal fortresses 
(Kasher, 1988: 22-23; Beeri, 2008). Seapower was vital to the Ptolemaic strategy for 
holding Coele-Syria (Ben-Yosef, 2008: 293), and the military port and colony of Ptole-
mais-Ake (modern Akko, Acre) was established by Ptolemy II as a critical part of Egypt’s 
maritime defences. 

Akko occupied a strategic position almost exactly halfway between Raphia on 
the borders of Egypt and the Eleutheros river on the borders of Seleucid Syria. With 
Ptolemaic investment, the natural anchorage soon developed into the pre-eminent 
port of the central Levant. We learn about the importance of the harbour from the 
2nd-century BCE letter of Aristeas (Aristeas, 47): ‘The country has good ports providing 
for its needs at Ashkelon, Jaffa, Gaza, and also Ptolemais which was founded by the 
king…’ (Rappaport, 1970: 2-3). Aristeas describes Akko as one of the four major port 
cities in the land of Israel, and as its most important northern port. The 1st-century 
geographer Strabo referred to Akko as a large city – a ‘megalopolis’ (Strabo, Geography 
25.2.16) and noted that the Persians used it as their base of operations against Egypt. 
Akko housed the Ptolemaic mint (Tal, 2006: 304-306), and later served as the centre of 
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operations for Ptolemy VI when he recaptured Coele-Syr-
ia during the Seventh Syrian War (147-145 BCE).

Both the Ptolemies and (after Antiochus III) the 
Seleucids maintained powerful navies, and herein lay 
Akko’s value as one of the few defensible ports along 
Israel’s dangerously exposed coast. But while the triremes 
that formed the backbone of earlier Classical period navies 
required nothing more than a smooth beach to draw up 
on, Hellenistic fleets were dominated by larger vessels. 
Maintaining even a small number of decked warships at 
Akko year-round would have required sheltered docks 
and slipways, workshops, and other facilities; a fully 
provisioned fleet would have needed a true deep-water 
port. The central place of Ptolemais-Akko in the war 
narratives of the late 3rd and early 2nd centuries BCE 
demands that special attention be paid to the nature of 
Ptolemaic arrangements for the port (Grainger, 2010). On 

at least one occasion Akko was captured by the Seleucids 
with a Ptolemaic squadron still in port, either at anchor 
or hauled up on slipways. This was during the Fourth 
Syrian war, when a number of northern towns quickly 
went over to the Seleucids (Polybius, 5.62.6), including 
the strategic cities of Scythopolis and Philoteris (Polybius, 
5.70.4-5), and the crucial ports of Ptolemais (Akko) and 
Tyre. These coastal fortresses were seized by the local 
Egyptian governor Theodotos when he resolved to join 
the Seleucid cause (Polybius, 5.61.5-6). Here  – probably 
at Akko – he obtained a large squadron of well-equipped 
warships: 20 cataphract (decked) warships and a variety 
of smaller vessels (Polybius, 5.62.2-3). Until recently, no 
facilities to support such a naval force had ever been 
found at Akko, and the location and dimensions of its 
ancient harbours were unknown; there was no evidence 
of a deep-water port. Yet it was difficult to see how Akko’s 

Figure 1. Location map of the surveys and excavations carried out in Akko harbour and surroundings beginning in 1964 until 2012: 1) Linder 
and Raban, 1964-1966: excavation of southern breakwater and seawall; 2) Linder, Flinder and Hall, 1966: Magnetometer survey; 3) Linder and 
Raban, 1976-1978: Test trench in the foundations of the Isle of Flies; 4) Kahanov and Yurman, 2006-2008: Test trench in the eastern rampart; 
5) Galili and Sharvit, 1992-1993: Deepening of Akko port; 6) Galili and Sharvit, 1995: Survey for the extension of the southern breakwater; 
7): Galili and Sharvit, 1993: Underwater survey in the Pizani anchorage; 8): Sharvit and Planer, 2008-2012: Excavation along the foot of 
the seawall; a) Raban, 1986: Excavation of 18th-century shipwreck Sydney Smith; b) Cvikel and Kahanov, 2006-2008: Excavation of ‘Akko 1’ 
shipwreck (Drawing: S. Ben-Yehuda).
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shallow eastern basin could have accommodated even 
the comparatively small squadron seized by Theodotus, 
let alone the full might of the 3rd-century Ptolemaic fleet 
on campaign, which numbered more than 300 warships 
(Morrison, 1996: 37-38; Grainger, 2010: 84-85).

From 1965 onwards, Elisha Linder and Avner Raban 
led the first underwater excavations and surveys at Akko 
(Linder and Raban, 1966; Raban, 1978: 238-240; Flinder 
et al, 1993: 199-226). These excavations revealed sections 
of a southern breakwater and foundations of a possible 
3rd-century BCE lighthouse structure built according to 
the Phoenician header technique on a rocky islet at the 
western end of the southern breakwater, known today 
as the Tower of Flies (Fig. 1). After the Linder and Raban 
excavations, no further underwater archaeological exca-
vation of the ancient port occurred for the next 28 years, 
excluding underwater surveys, shipwreck excavations, 
and harbour-maintenance dredging (Fig. 1). The renewal 
of underwater excavations relating to the port facilities 
began in 2006 with the investigation of the submerged 
eastern breakwater that joins the beach and the Tower of 
Flies (Fig. 1.4), a fortification attributed to Ibn Tulun in the 
9th century CE (Kahanov et al., 2007: 16-18; 2008: 19-22).

In 2007 a conservation engineering survey of Akko’s 
southern seawall revealed large gaps and cracks as 
well as extensive marine abrasion of the wall’s stones. 
Due to the severity of the damage, the Israel Antiquities 
Authority (IAA) and Old Acre Development Company 
initiated a comprehensive conservation project of the 
entire southern seawall down to its foundations. This 
project began in 2008 and ended in 2013. During this 

time, the IAA excavated a trench along the base of the 
seawall, 5 m x 270 m. These were the most extensive ex-
cavations to date in the area of the ancient port, and the 
work also revealed new information about the construc-
tion of the Ottoman seawall.

In 2010-2014 the excavations were extended, and un-
derwater trenches were dug in collaboration with a team 
from the University of Rhode Island and the University 
of Louisville, Kentucky. The findings corroborate for the 
first time the existence of a military port dating to the 
Hellenistic Period in Akko and point to its location in the 
eastern basin. In this article, we will discuss the main 
findings and present the preliminary conclusions from 
the excavations.

Excavation and findings
The historic and archaeological importance of Akko was 
first acknowledged during the British Mandate. Under 
the auspices of the British Mandate Department of Antiq-
uities between 1920 and 1948, a structural survey of the 
city fortifications was undertaken that included opera-
tions to reinforce the southern seawall (Makhouly and 
Johns, 1946). The reinforcements consisted of placing 
layers of cement-filled sacks along the base of the wall 
with a cement beam cast over them (Winter, 1944: 9-10). 
Following these early operations, the Old Acre Develop-
ment Company and the Conservation Department of the 
IAA continued to perform occasional structural surveys 
and limited conservation works along the southern 
section of the wall during the 1990s. In 2006, a survey 

Figure 2. Building the dam 
along the foot of the seawall. 
The area between the wall and 
temporary rampart/service road 
was divided into six separate 
pools, from which the water was 
pumped out in succession as the 
archaeological and conservation 
works progressed (Photo: 
D. Planer).
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revealed large sections in danger of collapse. Archaeo-
logical investigations along the foot of the wall, between 
the shore and the Crusader tower, Burj el-Sultan, were 
carried out to gather structural and archaeological in-
formation for planning purposes (Sharvit and Planer, 
2008). The trenches revealed that the foundations of the 
wall were built on unconsolidated natural sediments 
and ancient debris of collapsed buildings and that the 
bedrock lay at depths 2-2.6  m below the modern sea-
level. In view of this, the reinforcement of the wall was 
undertaken from the bedrock up to the wall foundation. 
As this kind of operation could not be executed under-
water, a temporary rampart was laid out parallel to 
the wall to function as a service road and dam (Fig. 2). 
The channel formed between the wall and rampart was 
divided into six separate pools (Areas A-F; Fig. 3), and 
seawater was pumped out of each pool in turn. Conser-
vation and archaeological excavations commenced si-
multaneously. Due to the risk of the collapse of the foun-
dations, excavation squares were dug alternately until 

the completion of the reinforcement along the base of 
the seawall (Schaffer et al., 2014).

In the area between the shoreline and the Crusader 
tower Burj el-Sultan, ancient wall founda tions made of 
large, finely cut stones built directly upon the bedrock 
(beach rock) were revealed (Area A; Fig. 3.1).  The base 
layer of the Ottoman seawall was built on top of the 
remains of the ancient wall, using it as a foundation. 
The excavation yielded decorated capitals, fragments of 
columns, and Byzantine pottery. It is possible that this 
section of ancient wall belongs to the remnants of the 
renowned convent of the Order of Saint Clare or Fran-
ciscan sisters (Fig. 4). When Akko fell in 1291, tradition 
records that the sisters disfigured themselves to escape 
dishonour at the hands of the Mamluks (Dichter, 1973: 
178; Schiler, 1983).

Excavation in the southwestern corner of the 
Crusader tower, Burj el-Sultan (Area B, Fig. 3), revealed 
that its foundations were also built on bedrock at a depth 
of 2.3 m below the modern sea-level, and were construct-

Figure 3. Plan of excavation 
areas (A-G) and location of the 
structures and installations 
discovered (lower strip):  
(1) remnants of an Ottoman 
structure approaching the wall; 
(2) Hellenistic dock;  
(3-4) collapsed buildings;  
(5) rectangular Hellenistic 
building; (6) Ottoman wooden 
pole foundations; (7) Hellenistic 
shipshed (Drawing:  
S. Ben-Yehuda).
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Figure 4. Painting of Acre, c.1686 
(Phot. Bibl. Nat. Paris. Rés. Ge. 
DD. 226 [14]) (Kedar, 1997: fig. 7). 
View of the city and the harbour 
from a south-east point in the 
sea, showing the main structures 
(marked in red) of the city before 
the construction of the Ottoman 
seawall.

Figure 5. The southwestern 
corner foundation of the Burj 
el-Sultan tower built on the 
bedrock at a depth of -2.2 m. The 
foundation was exposed during 
underwater excavation in the 
2009 season. 

Figure 6. East-West view of the 
Ottoman seawall foundation 
made of a row of columns in 
secondary use placed on top of 
the Hellenistic docking platform 
floor (Photo: J. Sharvit).
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ed of shaped blocks of kurkar, a local coastal sandstone 
(Fig. 5). Approaching the Burj tower from the southwest 
was an Ottoman rampart built directly upon the bedrock 
lying at 2.4  m below the modern sea-level. The battery 
was constructed of a mixture of fieldstones bonded 
together with a type of cement made of lime and animal 
bones. Two layers of granite, marble, and Roman kurkar 
columns in secondary use were placed horizontally over 
the battery, and the first stone layer of the seawall was 
constructed on top (Fig. 6). The columns, marble capitals, 
and large ashlar stones were shipped from the ruins 
of Caesarea Maritima and from the crusader castle of 
Château Pèlerin at Atlit to build the Ottoman walls of 
Akko (Winter, 1944; Makhouly and Johns, 1946: 56).

Near the southern edge of the Ottoman battery, an 
impressive floor built of stone slabs, each measuring 0.8 
x 0.4 x 0.15 m, was exposed (Area C: Fig. 3.2). The length 

Figure 7. North-south view of the Hellenistic docking platform (Area 
C) after removal of the British Mandate reinforcement of cement 
beam and sacks. The exposed wall foundations are comprised 
of marble, granite, and kurkar columns placed directly on the 
Hellenistic quay (Photo: J. Sharvit). 

Figure 8. Plan of the Hellenistic quay and an east-west section of the 
seawall and the platform.

AdG
Texte surligné 
The top of this floor is at -1.05 m below present MSL => ancient WL was at -1.5 to -2.0 m.

AdG
Texte surligné 
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of the exposed area is some 30 m, and it continues both 
northwest underneath the wall and southeast under the 
temporary rampart or dam (Figs 7, 8). The stone slabs 
were placed on a layer of cut kurkar blocks arranged in 
the header technique, which is a typical feature of Phoe-
nician and Hellenistic Greek construction in the region 
(Stern, 1992: 104-105; Tal, 2006: 33-34). A test pit was 
dug under the floor, revealing a sealed layer of sludge 
characteristic of the bottom of a harbour. This layer 
contained numerous Hellenistic finds from the 4th-1st 
centuries BCE, indicating that the quay was built or refur-
bished during the Late Hellenistic when Ptolemais-Akko 
was still the major port of the central Levantine coast. 
The southwestern parts of the quay under the wall were 
disturbed, and missing parts of it could be seen under the 
temporary rampart (Fig. 3.2).

During the construction of the Ottoman fortifications, 
a line of columns was placed over part of the quay floor 
pavement to serve as the foundation for the seawall 
(Figs 6, 7). This shows that the Ottomans were aware of the 
submerged ancient floor and used it as a foundation. The 
existence of the quay structure was also known during the 
British Mandate period, as they even published a version 
of the 14th century CE map of Marino Sanudo depicting 
this feature (Makhouly and Johns, 1946: fig. 10) – though 
it appears no one made the connection between this 
structure and the ‘lost’ Hellenistic port of Ptolemais.

A few metres southwest of the quay in Area D (Fig. 3.3), 
excavation revealed a 30 m-long scatter of dressed stone 
blocks (0.6 x 0.6 x 1.2 m; see Fig. 9). This included some 
large intact ashlars (Fig. 10; blocks numbered 22-23). 
Under these ashlars, the sealed layer of harbour sludge 
contained Hellenistic finds. Under these stones, there 
was a sealed layer of harbour sludge lying upon the 
bedrock which contained Hellenistic finds. It appears 

that the collapsed blocks belonged to a large building 
that was originally part of the quay.

A rectangular Hellenistic structure was discovered 
(oriented east-west) in Area E (Fig. 3.5). The entire 
eastern section of this building was fully exposed, as 
were sections of the northern and southern walls of 
the structure that continued underneath the seawall. 
The structure is built directly on the bedrock and 
consists of five layers of smooth kurkar ashlars; it is 8 
m long and approximately 1.6 m high (Fig. 11). A row of 
wooden posts rises from this rectangular structure and 
continues beyond it; the entire row of posts extends 
approximately 100 m along the base of the seawall. 

Each post is 3 m high with a diameter of 200-300 mm. 
Most posts are spaced 300 mm apart, though some stand 
immediately adjacent to each other (Fig. 12). The bottom 
tip of each post is sharpened to a point and fitted with 
a metal spike approximately 400  mm long. The spikes 
have a 200  mm-long cast tip and three barbs (Sharvit 
et al., 2013: 45, fig. 8). The metal spikes facilitated the 
insertion of the posts into the ground, and the wings 

Figure 9. East-west view of massive rockslide of ashlar stones 
belonging to Hellenistic building situated near or part of the 
harbour installations (Photo: J. Sharvit).

Figure 10. Plan and cross-section of the rockslide and the part of the 
foundation, stones 22-24 (Drawing: S. Ben-Yehuda).

AdG
Texte surligné 

AdG
Texte surligné 
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were intended to prevent removal of the posts. A hori-
zontal wooden frame, sawn from longer posts, was fixed 
with iron nails to the top sections of the upright posts. 
The first stone layer of the wall, consisting of large hewn 
stone blocks with chiselled edges, was placed over these 
timber frames. The posts were made of a species of tree, 
Pinus brutia, which grows in the northeastern part of 
the Mediterranean (Turkey, Cyprus). Samples of wood 
were dated by C14 to the years 1816-1846. This shows 

that the posts belong to the Ottoman wall foundation 
and that the wall was constructed after the city was 
conquered by the Egyptian Ibrahim Pasha.

In the centre of Area E (Fig. 3.4), another scatter of 
ashlars (0.6 x 0.6 x 1.2 m) belonging to a large building 
was uncovered, with some building blocks intact. This 
collapsed structure covered and sealed a layer of harbour 
sludge lying on the bedrock, which contained Hellenistic 
finds from the 3rd-2nd century BCE.

Figure 11. The eastern face of the 
rectangular Hellenistic structure 
discovered in Area E. The 
structure is 8 m long and 1.6 m 
high and is built directly on the 
bedrock (Photo: J. Sharvit).

Figure 12. A row of wooden 
posts and beams that served as 
a foundation for the Ottoman 
seawall. The first row of stones 
was laid directly on top of the 
wooden beam. In some cases, the 
posts penetrate through all the 
layers into the bedrock (Photo: J. 
Sharvit).
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At the foot of the military-style Ottoman building  in 
Area F (a continuation of the fortification system), a section 
of a rectangular building was unearthed: it is 5 m long and 
8  m wide with a general east-west orientation (Fig.  3.7). 
This structure continues underneath the Ottoman 
building, as well as extending seaward underneath the 
temporary battery (Fig. 13). The structure is built of two 
thick walls made of large cut kurkar slabs  laid out in the 
Phoenician-style header technique (Arad and Artzy, 2007: 
78, 82). Between the walls is a stone-paved floor some 6 m 
wide, which slopes down toward the sea.

In the centre of the floor, there is a groove 0.4  m 
wide and 0.2 m deep. There are perforations (c.100 mm 
diameter) in some of the nearby paving stones that may 
have held vertical timber props for supporting ships 
(Fig. 14). At the end of the floor close to the dam or 
rampart (facing the sea), there are many large, collapsed 
blocks that once belonged to the wall. In the adjacent ex-
cavation trench, several large, detached mooring stones 
were found. They may have originally been integrat-
ed into the dock and used for tying up ships (Fig. 15). 
Finds discovered in the foundations of the structure are 
dated to the Hellenistic period (3rd-2nd century BCE). 
The structure’s location, size, and building technique 
all point to an installation intended for hauling ships 
(slipway) or for storing vessels for dry docking, 
probably a shipshed. It seems that the central groove 
was made to accommodate a ship’s keel and protect 
it during hauling, while wooden props supported the 
vessel during maintenance. Similar installations have 
been studied in many ancient harbour sites around the 
Mediterranean: Piraeus, Bauindinai, Corfu, Sarkuzi, 

and others (Baika, 2003: 103-108; Blackman, 2003: 81-90; 
2014: 531-536; Lovén, 2011: 15-30).

To determine whether the slipway continued into the 
sea to the east of the modern rampart, we excavated two 
underwater test pits inside 2 x 2 m metal caissons. We found 
a continuation of the structure 15 m from the wall in the 
first pit, and 17 m from the wall in the second pit, at 2.2 m 
depth below the modern sea-level. Beyond the easternmost 
pit, the seafloor had been disturbed by the construction of 
a modern fishing jetty, and by dredging and deepening of 
the harbour entrance channel to admit local boat traffic. 
The information from the pits nevertheless allowed us to 
calculate the slope of the slipway floor to c. 4-6 degrees.

From 2012-2014, the excavations were extended 
into the sea to locate the rest of the  ancient quay, with 
a focus on finding the edges of the now-submerged 
structure and revealing its overall dimensions. During 
the excavation in 2012, we exposed the continuation of 
the quay floor at a distance of 24-25 m from the seawall.

In 2013 we opened a second underwater square 40 m 
from the seawall, at a depth of 1.3 m. This time, we did 
not find the quay floor, only layers of fill sediments mixed 
with articulated bivalve seashells at a depth of 1.8 m, and 
pottery dated to the Roman-Byzantine era (Fig. 16). At a 
depth of 2.5 m, the bedrock was exposed. Here, sections 
of a coral colony were found in situ and attached to some 
of the pottery sherds (Fig. 17). C14 tests of some of the 
coral samples dated them to the early 1st century BCE.

In the third year of excavation (2014) we opened a 
series of underwater test pits perpendicular to the wall 
and to the east of the platform that was exposed in Area 
C (Fig. 3; Squares III-VIII) in order to locate the edge of 

Figure 13. East-west view of the 
shipshed and slipway foundation. 
The size of the exposed structure 
is 5 m long and 8 m wide in total, 
the inner width is 6 m (see Fig. 14) 
(Photo: J. Sharvit).
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the quay. Excavation in Square III continued down to the 
bedrock (-2.4 m depth) through fill layers of sediments 
and pottery, as in 2013 (Fig. 3). The excavation in the other 
squares (VI-VIII) exposed a new section of the quay floor 
and foundations built with massive kurkar blocks (1.5 x 

0.6 x 0.3 m; Fig. 18). In Squares VII and VIII, the edge of the 
quay was exposed, comprising three levels of large kurkar 
blocks (1.5 x 0.6 x 0.5 m; Fig. 19) arranged in the header 
technique; these blocks rested directly on the bedrock 
(-2.6 m depth). The total height of the quay was 1.5 m.

Figure 14. Plan and cross-section of the shipshed, on the lower right a possible reconstruction of the shipshed (Drawing: S. Ben-Yehuda).
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Figure 15. Mooring stone excavated in Area F (Photo: J. Sharvit).

Figure 16. Underwater excavation in Square II (2013) revealed 
layers of fill sediments mixed with shells and Roman-Byzantine 
pottery continuing down to bedrock at a depth of 1.8-2.6 m (Photo: 
J. Sharvit).

Figure 17. Sample of a coral colony (Cladocora caespitosa) 
found on the bedrock and on some of the pottery sherds dated 
to the 1st century BCE; evidence for environment change (Photo: 
J. Sharvit).

Figure 18. Excavation in Square V (Area G) exposed a Hellenistic 
quay floor built from massive kurkar blocks (Photo: J. Sharvit).

Figure 19. Diver excavating along the quay edge built with massive 
blocks in the header technique (Square VII, Area G) (Photo: 
J. Sharvit).
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Pottery vessels
The archaeological excavation exposed six archaeo-
logical strata: I Modern (British Mandate); II Ottoman 
period (18-19th century CE); III Crusader period (12th-
13th century CE) (Fig. 20); IV Byzantine (3rd-6th century 
CE); V Roman period (1st century BCE-1st century CE); 
and VI Hellenistic period (3rd century BCE-mid late 
2nd century BCE) (Fig. 21).

The Hellenistic material represents the largest 
ceramic corpus of this date yet published from under-
water archaeological excavations at Akko harbour. 
The excavation provides an outline of the ceramics 
used by the city’s residents, and of the culture and the 
economy of Akko between the 3rd century BCE and 
the early 1st century CE. The Hellenistic artefacts were 
recovered from the 0.6 m-thick layer above the bedrock 
and underneath the quay at Areas C-G. The assemblage 
includes a large number of amphorae and amphora 
handles with stamps, black-ware vessels, black and red 
‘Megarian’ mould-made bowls (Fig. 21: 5-6), Eastern 
Sigillata ware types A-D, as well as Western Sigillata 
ware. The material represents both imported wares and 
common local wares (Fig. 21: 1-2; Ratzlaff et al., 2018). 
Assessment of the volume of vessels by category verifies 
the diversity of pottery passing through the Hellenistic 
harbour: 41% tableware, 34% storage jars, 20% kitchen 
or utility vessels, 3% personal vessels, and 2% mis-
cellaneous (Fig. 22). Depositional patterns during the 
height of the harbour activity show trade, or transfer, 
or storage of small groups of the small types of vessels 
(Ratzlaff et al., 2018). The distribution of the vessels 
suggests a domestic environment within a predomi-
nantly Phoenician or Punic material culture, and with 
continuous commercial connections with mainland 
Greece, the Aegean islands, and Cyprus, as well as major 
centres on the coasts of Asia Minor.

Most of the Roman and Byzantine material was 
recovered near the surface at the topsoil of the quay floors 
from the 2013 and 2014 underwater seasons. In these 
two cases, the finds came from the harbour fill beyond 
the edge of the quay. The finds included a few coins, some 
metal objects, and numerous whole and broken ceramic 
vessels that belonged to imported and local amphorae, 
cooking pots, bowls, plates, and Eastern Sigillata ware. 
In the same layer of Roman-Byzantine Period material, 
coral fragments and colonies were found in situ on the 
seabed (2.3-2.6 m depth). Analysis of the well-preserved 
corals confirmed that they were buried alive and sealed 
with a protecting layer of sediment, possibly during a 
sudden and singular environment event. The presence 
of corals indicates that the area was originally clear of 
sediments because the corals cannot survive under-
neath sediment; the function of the 1.5 m-high quay only 
makes sense if it was constructed when the bedrock was 
exposed. From this information, we conclude that during 
the Hellenistic and Early Roman Periods there was much 
less sediment in the bay, which was likely more exposed. 
Pottery sherds from the Hellenistic and Roman Periods 
covered by marine organisms and corals show that the 
sherds lying on the seabed were not buried in sediment 
for many years after deposition (Giaime et al., 2018: 1-20). 
Therefore, we conclude that the sedimentation of the site 
occurred during the Byzantine period and happened 
over a short period.

Figure 20. Pilgrim’s lead ampulla 
dated to the 12th-13th century. 
The ampulla was found on the 
slipway/shipshed floor (Drawing 
S. Ben-Yehuda).

Figure 21 (opposite page). Finds from the sealed sludge layer:  
1) bowl fragment bearing a relief in the shape of Hypnos, a winged 
child holding a baton in one hand and clutching a lion in the other: 
on the external side of the bowl is a white decoration of dolphins 
swimming among reeds (not shown); 2) jar; 3) jug; 4) lead slingshot 
bearing a relief of a scorpion; 5-6) mould-made pottery bowls; 
7) marble figurine of a woman’s head (Photo J. Sharvit).
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Summary
Since the first research in Akko, efforts have been made 
to locate the harbour that was established as part of the 
military colony called Ptolemais in the year 261 BCE (the 
reign of Ptolemy II Philadephus). However, there was 
no evidence for the precise location of the military port 
before the excavations and discoveries of 2009-2013. 
During Ptolemy II’s eventful reign, which saw the esca-
lation of conflict between Egypt and the rival Seleucid 
Empire, Ptolemais and its port played a key part in 
Ptolemaic strategy (Tal, 2006: 6-7). The harbour facilities 
were an integral part of Egyptian defensive arrange-
ments, a hub of administrative authority and a critical 
port for the Ptolemaic fleet. Ptolemais-Akko was therefore 
critical to Ptolemaic naval control of the Levantine coast, 
and a conduit for supplying the Egyptian terrestrial 
forces (Morrison, 1996; Finkleszjn, 2000: 207-220; 2013: 
105-113). The fall of Ptolemais early in the Fifth Syrian 
War (201-198 BCE) was one of the critical factors that led 
to the collapse of Egyptian power in the region.

The Seleucid conquest of the former Ptolemaic posses-
sions in the Levant, under Antiochus III Megas, brought 
about a boom of development in the city and port (Tal, 
2006: 8). Akko benefited from increased Seleucid invest-
ment in naval power as Antiochus III and his successors 
sought to expand westward, and it maintained its status 
as the most important harbour of the southern Levant, 
and as a safe anchorage for the Seleucid fleet.

It appears that the port was built based on the 
Greek planning concept that divided the facilities into 
two separate spheres: the western part of the port was 
more commercial, and the eastern part was military. 
The southern breakwater, the Tower of Flies, and other 
port installations all conform to conventional Hellenistic 

harbour design. The findings of archaeological investi-
gations in the modern port area (the fishing-boat port 
and marina) point to commercial maritime activities 
beginning in the 3rd century BCE and continuing until 
the present day (Galili et al., 2010: 191-211). However, 
no clear evidence for the precise location of the military 
port has yet been identified.

The port installations discovered during the seawall 
excavations (monumental quay, mooring stones, large 
buildings, slipway and shipshed structures) all attest 
to the existence of a well-organized harbour built by a 
powerful and affluent central authority. Since these in-
stallations were built on the waterfront in the shallow 
water near the 1.5  m-high quay, it appears likely that 
they belonged to a naval facility established close to 
the city. Since all the floors were found 1-1.2 m below 
present-day sea-level, the ancient shoreline did not lie 
where it does today.

The distribution of the harbour installations reveals 
a large port sprawling over some 90 dunams (1 dunam 
= 1000 sqm), the outline of which extends from the 
shoreline in the north, the breakwater and western wall 
in the south (the modern port and marina), the island 
of the Tower of Flies and the submerged rampart in the 
east, and the port installations discovered along the 
foot of the seawall in the west.  A port of this size could 
accommodate a large and varied number of vessels 
such as warships, commercial ships, and small fishing 
boats. Polybius (5.62.2-3) wrote about the presence of a 
military port in Akko, and the town’s prominence as a 
highly contested strategic asset during the Syrian Wars 
confirms that the Ptolemies relied heavily on its facili-
ties for their navy.

From archaeological as well as historical records 
we know that ancient warships were not left anchored 
in the open sea more than necessary, and were hauled 
onto land and housed in military shipsheds between 
campaigns. It is possible that the collapsed structures dis-
covered along the foot of the seawall were components 
of a line of shipsheds, similar to the well-documented 
structures from other Hellenistic naval facilities, such as 
Zea harbour in Piraeus. Unfortunately, most of the Akko 
structures are now buried under the Ottoman seawall, 
and it is not possible to investigate the full extent of these 
Hellenistic installations.

To summarize, the builders of Akko’s Hellenistic 
period port facilities almost certainly followed the 
Greek convention of constructing two or three separate 
harbours for commercial and military vessels. The com-
mercial port was likely near the Tower of Flies, with 
the military port extending under the modern marina 
to the west. It was here, under the relatively shallow 
modern fishing-harbour, that recent drillings into the 
sediment have revealed the existence of a deep basin – 

Figure 22. Chart showing the composition of the ceramic vessel 
assemblage.
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over 12  m deep  – that could have accommodated even 
the largest ships of the Hellenistic world (Sharvit, 2013). 
A key question for future studies will be whether this 
basin once also supported colonies of coral, which would 
indicate that it filled with sediment over a short period, 
or perhaps even in a single catastrophic event such as an 
earthquake or tsunami.

The chronological groupings within the overall 
assemblage of the excavations reflect three phases in 
the development of material deposited in the harbour 
complex at Akko. The foundation of the Hellenistic 
harbour complex dates to the early 3rd century BCE, 
with occupation extending through the mid 1st century 
CE; there is no evidence of an earlier Classical or Iron Age 
phase of development, even though Akko was certainly 
already an important naval base before the Hellenistic 
period (Gambash, 2014).

The main period of activity in the port area is illus-
trated by the abundance of pottery dated from the mid 
3rd century BCE through the early 1st century CE. Within 
this range, the sub-phases include: Strata IV Phase 1 
(mid 3rd-mid 2nd century BCE), Strata IV Phase 2 (mid 
2nd-mid 1st century BCE), and Strata V Phase 3 (mid 
1st century BCE-mid 1st century CE). Phase 1 is character-
ized by a prominence of local and regionally produced 
vessels such as Central Coast fine ware, carinated cups, 
and incurve rim bowls, as well as neckless cooking pots 
from the area of Akko. At the same time, small quanti-
ties of vessels from the Aegean and Asia Minor were 
imported into Akko, particularly black-slipped bowls and 
‘fish plates’. Other regionally common vessels present 
in this initial phase of the harbour’s operation include 
Phoenician bag-shaped jars in coastal fabrics; these 
are present throughout the first and second occupation 
phases of the harbour.

The first phase correlates to the founding and initial 
period of the harbour facilities as a base for the Ptolemaic 
fleet in the 1st century BCE. It should be noted that residual 
material from possible shipwrecks was deposited as fill 
during harbour use in the 4th-6th centuries BCE, but in 
such small amounts that the material makes up less than 
0.025% of the total assemblage (the sample consists only 
of a few diagnostic sherds such as basket-handle jar-han-
dles from Area E); these materials are not included 
in the general chronology. Similarly, Crusader period 
material from contexts mostly in Areas A, B, and C was 
not analysed as part of this assemblage.

The second phase (mid 2nd-mid 1st centuries BCE) 
represents the likely physical expansion of the harbour 
and increased commercial traffic, as indicated by the 
substantial increase in the volume of pottery present in 
Areas E and F in particular. This period also experienc-
es an influx in new vessel types and wares entering the 
regional market, including BSP, Eastern Sigillata A (ESA), 

and Phoenician semi-fine tableware. While there are 
new forms of fine wares present throughout the harbour, 
the cooking vessels, in contrast, are locally produced. 
These vessels display variations their rim morphology, 
as exhibited by the addition of necked ledge-rim cooking 
pots and casseroles with bevelled and folded rims. 
During this phase, the Hellenistic harbour likely reached 
the height of its commercial importance in terms of 
volume of pottery passing through it, as well the physical 
expansion of the port, with vessel types from this phase 
distributed through each area.

The assemblage during phase three (mid 
1st century BCE-mid 1st century CE) demonstrates some 
continuation of certain forms of ESA and semi-fine wares 
along with the addition of new vessel types both in fabric 
and shape, such as the ESA conical cup. New additions of 
imported fine wares include Cnidian grey ware carinated 
cups from Asia Minor, thin-walled beakers from Italy, and 
Western Sigillata plates, as well as a single example of an 
Italian baking pan (not uncommon in Palestine). There 
is also a significant decline in the appearance of Phoeni-
cian bag-shaped jars during this period. The final, third 
phase has material present in relatively small quantities 
throughout the harbour’s excavated areas with a clear 
concentration in Area F.

The Ptolemaic foundation of Akko’s Hellenistic 
harbour in the 3rd century BCE came at a turning point 
for the region. Ptolemy II Philadelphus rebuilt and re-
juvenated the city, renaming it Ptolemais in 280 BCE 
(Diod. Sic. 19.93.7). The development of the harbour 
facilities fits well with the Ptolemaic interests in es-
tablishing an administrative and economic foothold 
controlling the central coast of the Levant. It was 
also at this time that the main area of habitation ap-
parently shifted to the low-lying peninsula adjacent 
to the Hellenistic port, and away from the hill of Tell 
el-Fukhar, which had been the focus of Akko’s occu-
pation beginning in the Bronze Age (Berlin and Stone, 
2016: 134; Dothan, 1976: 1-30). Over time, the harbour 
complex seems to have evolved beyond its primary 
military-administrative function into an important 
node in the regional trade network (Vitto, 2005: 
153-179; Regev, 2009: 115-191), as well as the broader 
Mediterranean maritime economy. The architectural 
and ceramic finds from Akko reveal its importance as a 
centre of maritime trade, a place where goods brought 
in from production centres around the eastern Med-
iterranean could be bought and sold (Tatcher, 2000: 
28-29). The ceramic remains exemplify the tendency 
towards mixed cargoes on smaller merchant vessels 
typical of the tramp trade that dominated the ancient 
Mediterranean maritime economy. Assessment of the 
volume of vessels by category reiterates the diversity 
of pottery passing through the Hellenistic harbour: 
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41% tableware, 34% storage jars, 20% kitchen or utility 
vessels, 3% personal vessels, and 2% miscellaneous.

By the end of the 2nd century BCE, territories in 
northern Palestine were only loosely controlled by the 
Seleucids, or else held by the Hasmoneans. Rather than 
suffering under the circumstances of instability, com-
mercial activity in the Akko harbour prospered signifi-
cantly, reaching the height of occupation sometime in the 
late 2nd century BCE. This correlates with other archaeo-
logical evidence for economic and settlement expansion 
during this period of weak administration in northern 
Palestine under the Seleucids in the late 2nd century BCE.

The ceramic assemblage from Akko shows a downturn 
in commercial activity by the end of the 1st century BCE 
and abandonment sometime in the 1st century CE (likely 
by mid century). Politically, the decline and eventual 
abandonment of the Hellenistic harbour coincides with 
the construction of Herod’s harbour of Sebastos and the 
new city of Caesarea between 22 BCE and 10 or 9 BCE. 
With the construction of its new massive harbour, in 6 
CE Caesarea became the provincial capital of the Roman 
province of Judaea. The economic and administrative 
focus of the region shifted to Caesarea, and maritime 
commerce followed; Akko did not recover its former 
status as the region’s principal international port until 
the Crusader period. While some political reasons existed 
for Herod and his Roman patrons to have invested in 
Caesarea rather than Akko, the evidence of rapid sedi-
mentation and collapsed port structures left in situ at 
Akko may indicate the city suffered from an earthquake 
or other catastrophe that rendered its harbour unusable, 
paving the way for the rise of Caesarea.

Nevertheless, Akko’s strategic position continued to 
attract the attention of foreign invaders seeking a foothold 
on the long, exposed coast of the Levant. Burj el-Sultan 
was originally a Crusader tower built on the bedrock and 
may have guarded the opening to the ‘internal port’ in the 
Venetian quarter. This feature of medieval Akko could be 
identified with the harbour called La Busheri that was 
located between the arsenal and the city wall, from where 
Frederick the Second sailed back to his country in 1229. 
Based on the IAA’s recent excavations in Akko, we suggest 
that during the Crusader period, building stone from the 
Hellenistic port was repurposed, creating a 20 m-wide 
gap between the Burj and the remaining quay, 2.5 m deep 
from modern sea-level to bedrock. During the Ottoman 
Period, probably while preparing the foundations for the 
wall, a massive rampart was constructed that re-sealed the 
opening between the Burj and the Hellenistic dock. This 
is the only place along the wall where a rampart was con-
structed, or where Ottoman foundations extended down 
to the harbour bedrock, revealing that in this section there 
was once a substantial opening. Clearly, the fortification 
planners deemed it crucial to close off the gap.

Around the area of the deeper inner harbour that 
filled up with sediment, the ancient structures and instal-
lations were probably demolished during the Mamluk 
period, and the Han el-Shawardeh was built over this 
area in the 18th century. The Ottoman seawall sustained 
heavy damage in the numerous battles fought over the 
city during the 18th and 19th centuries and was therefore 
in a perpetual process of repair and reconstruction. 
The excavation findings reveal that the wall’s founda-
tions were constructed and repaired using a variety 
of different techniques: a) layers of stone columns in 
secondary use (granite columns brought from Caesarea 
and kurkar columns from the rubble of Akko); b) a 
rampart; c) building over earlier construction remnants; 
and d) building on wooden frames supported by wooden 
posts. The use of wooden posts was not known in Akko 
before the IAA excavations along the foot of the seawall, 
and to date are unique in Israel. The date-range of these 
posts establishes parameters in which significant histori-
cal events took place, leading to restoration or rebuilding 
of the wall. The earlier date-range indicates construction 
during the reign of Abdullah Ibn Ali, who was appointed 
Pasha (governor) of Akko in 1819, and who built fortifi-
cations to resist a siege by land and sea, led by Suleiman, 
governor of Damascus, in 1821. The second possibility is 
the rehabilitation works carried out by Abdullah Pasha 
in 1831 as a pre-emptive move against the punitive siege 
of Akko launched by Ibrahim Pasha, the son of Muhamad 
Ali of Egypt. This siege ended after seven months with 
the occupation of the city by Ibrahim Pasha. The third al-
ternative is the reconstruction of the city’s fortifications 
by the Ottoman Turks after they renewed control of Akko 
in 1840. Our understanding of the extent of modern alter-
ations to the ancient port facilities is still limited, but this 
will be an important focus of future research.

The underwater excavations at Akko over the seven 
years of restoration work along the Ottoman seawall 
have revealed the existence of ancient harbour structures 
built on an ambitious scale that befit Akko’s status as one 
of the most important strategic hubs of the eastern Med-
iterranean during the Hellenistic period. Further inves-
tigations are needed to determine the exact dimensions 
of the ancient port and answer the intriguing question of 
how it became submerged and buried in sediment more 
than a metre beneath the modern sea-level. Future inves-
tigations will help solve these questions and contribute 
to our understanding of the Hellenistic Period in Akko.
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